Livelihood metrics and knowledge bases for ex-ante impact assessment in the rice-wheat farming system of South Asia
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Abstract
While there is agreement on poverty reduction as an overriding policy goal there is little agreement on the definition of poverty. Most widely used are absolute poverty lines, particularly the international poverty line of a “dollar a day” for absolute poverty. The absolute poverty line approach to defining poverty is, however, too narrow and overlooks other aspects of human deprivation. Hence, while internal rates of return and cost–benefit analyses may have been sufficient for the accountability functions of impact assessment, they do not satisfy those interested in knowing how and why a project affects farmers’ lives. Impact assessment practitioners must now document a much broader range of project impacts, especially in the area of poverty alleviation. Alternative definitions of poverty include the capability approach, one that we adopt in this study. This recognizes poverty as a multidimensional phenomenon rather than just a lack of income or food and complements the sustainable livelihoods framework. This framework provides an analytical framework to understand the factors that influence the ability of people to achieve sustainable livelihoods. Central to the approach are people’s five classes of assets: natural, physical, human, financial and social capital. Sustainable livelihood development and poverty reduction does not depend advances in access to just one of the classes of assets but rather on systematic approaches to achieve an appropriate balance between all five. The capabilities approach represents a major contribution to poverty analysis because it provides a coherent framework for defining poverty in the context of people’s lives. The challenge is that different types of livelihoods data are often unavailable on a regular basis and may rely on one-off surveys e.g. required data on income or consumption typically are available only from relatively small surveys. Furthermore, some assets are not measured at all, and for others the indicators are deficient. This paper reports on the methods and metrics used in an ex-ante impact study to guide priority setting and targeting of poverty-alleviation activities in the Indo-Gangetic Plains of South Asia, home to millions of rural households. The study developed a spatial mapping methodology that draws on secondary data for 18 quantitative, spatially-explicit variables at the district level. These serve as indicators of the five livelihood classes of assets and ranged from soil capability (natural capital indicators) to degree of farm mechanization (physical capital indicators) to female literacy (Human capital indicators), to access to credit society facilities (financial capital indicators) to membership of self-help groups (social capital indicators). The overall livelihood asset index showed a significant and strong negative correlation (R = -0.65, p = 0.00) with the national poverty line with poverty peaking in districts where the assets base is lowest and vice versa.  Our results show that a livelihoods asset approach provides a good proxy for monetary poverty measures in the case of the IGP in India. It has a number of other methodological advantages. It circumvents some of the measurement issues with absolute poverty indicators, including which poverty line to use, the choice of consumption over income, and the inherent data requirements. Instead, our measure relies on relative asset poverty and on secondary data. Furthermore, by using livelihood assets it is possible to disentangle the underlying causes of poverty. It thereby provides more immediate pointers to the policy implications than an absolute poverty approach. The paper argues that the methods and metrics used in the IGP have broader application i.e. for ex-post impact assessment. The approach could benefit from a refinement of the indicators used: other indicators might prove more appropriate in capturing qualitative and quantitative dimensions of the classes of livelihood assets. While the link between livelihood assets and livelihood outcomes (poverty reduction) is not straightforward, and a sole focus on assets ignores the drivers and modifiers that are addressed in the livelihood framework, the livelihood assets approach provides a foundation for future research and development work. It also has the potential to bring about synergies between agriculture-focused work and other disciplines such as health and education.
PAGE  
1

